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This study investigates the role of immigrant artists and their impact on American culture: 
the contributions they make, the challenges they face, and the processes they take to resettle. How 
do they create art in their new environment and contribute to America’s rich cultural fabric? 
Through the interviews with selected immigrant artists and curation of a collaborative group art 
exhibition, the study aims to generate social engagements, open up conversations and persuade 
the community of Ames, Iowa, to be more inclusive and open to cultural diversity. 
          The study has two main components. The first is a qualitative study comprising interviews 
with seven immigrant artists. The eligible participants were artists who migrated and have lived in 
the United States for, at least, five years. This part of the study focused on the immigrant artists’ 
own experiences and perceptions about art and identity exploration to help understand their 
unique cultural identity. 
          The second component of the study involved a curation of an exhibition that took place in 
Design on Main Gallery, Ames, Iowa. The exhibition showcased works of 14 different artists. 
These artists were recruited separately from the first component of the study. The exhibition is a 
result of the first component, and it presented the works by artists living in the United States who 
share the migration experience, using the experience to inform their creative processes.  
The exhibition theme was determined based on the analysis of the interviews. The 
artworks exhibited explored various themes relating to their self-identity, such as adaptation, 
cultural identity, migration, sense of belonging, and other ideas that are connecting to personal 
experiences and feelings such as disaster, fear, memory, time, movement, and fantasy. The 
exhibition did not have a single theme in an attempt to better understand the individuality and the 







          The exhibition opened to the community of Ames, Iowa, for a period of three weeks from 
November to December 2019. A number of community members experienced the exhibition. The 
experience allowed the community members to be exposed to a multiplicity of experiences 
created by immigrant artists. 
Through the approach of social design, and the use of the design process to facilitate 
social change, this project aimed to promote cultural diversity. The study outcome emphasized the 
importance of the artist’s and designer’s role and responsibility in engaging society to make a 
positive impact on the community. Moreover, the result of the study provided the springboard for 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
Immigration and art are critical elements to understanding life, culture, and creativity in 
contemporary America (DiMaggio, 2010, p.1). Artists are always searching for meaning through 
their creative processes to participate in artistic work for more diverse experiences (Jelekäinen, 
2015). Artists have always been deeply influenced by their cultural surroundings and experiences, 
using art as a primary vehicle to understand self-identity. Art is immediately related to self-
experiences; therefore, significant changes in life, such as migrating into a new culture, have a 
profound influence on the artists’ creative processes (Jelekäinen, 2015). Furthermore, cultural 
experiences and the process of cultural assimilation play a very crucial role in their art with many 
immigrant artists exploring the theme of cultural identity and self-identity through their work.  
According to census data (2017), the population of immigrants in the United States 
reached a record of 44.5 million in 2017, and it is predicted that the number will go up to 69.3 
million by the year 2060, which is nearly 17.1% of the total U.S. population (Figure 1). More and 
more people are living transitional lives due to globalization, migrating from one place to another 
looking for work and a better life. It is becoming more common for people to live and work in 
more than one country over the course of their lives, and how these people culturally identify 








Figure 1.Census Bureau: In 2027, the immigrant share of the population will hit the highest level 
in U.S. history (14.8%) and continue to rise. Decennial census for 1900 to 2000, American 
Community Survey for 2010 and 2017 
 
            The new hostile environment towards immigrants and changes in immigration policies 
have also affected the identity of immigrants in the United States, as many in this country see 
immigrants as a threat to the integrity of culture (Abramitzky, 2017). Many people have 
contradictory opinions and many attitudes about diversity, multiculturalism, and international 
relations (Marvasti & McKinney, 2011). However, relatively few studies have been conducted on 
how the hostility and changes of immigrant policies impacted the art scene, especially immigrant 
artists. 
Despite the richness of artistic expressions of the immigrant artists contributing to 
American culture, the previous studies mainly focused on economic, political, and social impacts, 
leaving a substantial vacancy of cultural impacts, such as the enrichment process experienced 







Definition of Immigrant 
United States Homeland Security (2018) defines immigrant as “Permanent Resident Alien 
who admitted to the country with lawful status.” A permanent resident is also commonly referred 
to as an immigrant in the United States. The Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) broadly 
defined “an immigrant as any alien who is in the United States, except those who admitted under 
specific nonimmigrant categories” (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2018). However, the 
term immigrant is used interchangeably with migrant, foreign-born, or foreigner by authors in 
many articles (Gimeno-Feliu et al., 2019) 
Oxford dictionary defines immigrant as a “person who comes to live permanently in a 
foreign country” (Oxford University Press, 2019) The International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) defines an immigrant as “a person who is moving into a country for settlement” 
(Perruchoud & Redpath-Cross, 2011). Other authors use more general definitions, e.g., a person 
who has established a semi-permanent new residence in a place other than that in which they were 
born (Gimeno-Feliu et al., 2019). 
For the context of the study, the term immigrant was used to refer to someone who moved 
to the United States to live and work. The participants for both components of the study are 
immigrant artists who are foreign born and moved to the country to live, making arts as their 
professions regardless of their immigration status.  
 
Proposed Statement and Research Questions 
This study aims to explore the cultural identity of immigrant artists and their impact on 
American culture as these artists have a significant presence in the areas of multicultural 







(Jelekäinen, 2015). Through the investigation, the study aims to answer the questions about 
immigrant artists’ experiences, their identity, and the effect of ongoing controversies on 
immigration on their creative processes.  
The study will help us understand the role of making art in the lives of these immigrant 
artists. Furthermore, it aims to educate people in the United States and change their perceptions 
about immigrants as they witness immigrant artists actively participating in the country’s cultural 
activity. 
 
Role of Art for Social Change 
           Artistic expressions can generate a transformative perception in a person and community to 
support more considerable social change. Art helps people to act and make a difference by 
exposing them to a variety of ideas and experiences. By connecting people to their senses, in body 
and mind, art invites people to take part in discussions of social issues and consider solutions to 
the challenges that we face in the current world today, something that other forms of 
communication that may not able to do (Serra & Johnson, 2017).   
Through various art forms and expressions, art can reach and move across cultures, 
borders, and languages. “Appealing to our senses, art can generate changes that are indispensable 
to our society as it positively affects our community by opening eyes, ears, and spaces for 
dialogue and connecting us” (Serra & Johnson, 2017). 
Art museums serve our communities and play a crucial role because they often reflect the 
current status of the city in which they are built (Santos, 2017). Museums and art galleries are the 







galleries and museums allow visitors to be exposed to diverse experiences and many different 
ideas, feelings, and visual imageries (Santos, 2017).  
  
Role of Design for Social Change 
           Papernek (1998) stated that designers should be advocates for their audiences instead of 
working for their own benefit (Bichler & Beier, 2016). According to design researcher Frascara 
(2006), the focus of visual communication should be on affecting the attitude and behavior of the 
audiences, and the purpose should not be on “functional products or artifacts” (Bichler & Beier, 
2016). Frascara also suggested that graphic design has a role of generating social impact and has a 
considerable responsibility, because visual communication mainly concerns the efficiency of 
communication (Bichler & Beier, 2016). 
Understanding the means of designing for social change is essential for this study, as the 
project facilitated the method of design in communicating and educating the community about 
social inclusion and contributions of the immigrant artists.  
 
Research Questions 
This study focused on investigating the impact of immigrant artists through understanding 
their contribution to the culture of American society, the roles of art in their lives  and the 
uniqueness of their cultural identity. The study employs the following questions: 
 
RQ1: What roles do immigrant artists play in contemporary American society, and how 








RQ2: How can art and design be used as ways to change the perception towards diversity 




























CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REIVEW 
The following literature review attempts to demonstrate the many numbers of studies 
relating to immigration, arts, and cultural-identity exploration of immigrants in order to place the 
research in context. The discourse of migration, cultural identity, and the process of cultural 
assimilation into a new culture are examined. The common themes in artists who shared migrant 
backgrounds, the relationship between cultural identity and art, the effect of current shifts on 
immigration policies and perspectives in the United States are also observed in order to 
investigate the role of immigrant artists in current society. 
  
Immigration in the United States 
Immigration has been an integral part of the history of America, as it is viewed as the 
central identity of the nation. There have been many changes of immigration policies since the 
1960s. The most significant change would be the Family Reunification, which allowed large 
numbers of people from Asia and Latin America to migrate to the United States. Recently, there 
have been an increasing number of immigrants arriving into the country due to globalization and 
industrial restructuring that provided economic opportunities to those new immigrants 
(DiMaggio, 2010, p.6). Although immigration to the United States has a long history, almost 
every immigrant group that has migrated into the country has experienced discrimination and 
vulnerability, which may include language barriers, socioeconomic background, and immigration 
status. Such vulnerability made them into ideal workers at times of economic growth because they 








In 1986, the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was implemented as a way to 
limit unauthorized immigration. In 2001, with the 9/11 attack, new forms of hostility against 
immigrants were formed (DiMaggio, 2010, p.7).  
In 2015, a total of 3.5 million immigrants, which is less than half the number of temporary 
visitors who came to the United States that year, intended to stay for a long time. And the 
majority of these immigrants came to the country to unite with family, to work, and gain an 
education. The remainder who have come to the United States have fled their home countries to 
avoid harsh realities such as war, violence, gender discrimination, racism, or economic difficulties 
(“Why Do People Come to the US?,” n.d.). 
 
 
Figure 2. Reasons for Immigration to the United States, The 2015 Yearbook of Immigration 
Statistics, Department of Homeland Security 
 
The topic of immigrant identity has been studied in many different contexts as the 
discussion about immigration became a significant issue in the United States. During the 
presidential election campaign in 2016, the issue of immigration, such as whether immigrants can 







(Abramitzky, 2017). There have been a number of proposed changes to enforce immigration 
made by the Trump Administration since 2017. The changes include drastic cuts in overall legal 
immigration, cutting family-based immigration, allowing family separation, expediting the 
removal of unauthorized immigrants, and building the border wall system (Congressional 
Research Service, 2019). As the population of immigrants has grown, the interethnic conflicts, 
including hostility against minorities, have also grown. According to the United States 
Department of Justice (2017), hate crime incidents motivated by race and ethnicity have gone up 
from 3,489 to 4,131 from 2016 to 2017 (Hate Crime Statistics, 2019). 
 
 
Figure 3. Single Bias Incident Motivation by Category 











Cultural Identity of Immigrants 
The literature addresses essential questions for the research to consider when investigating 
the topic of cultural assimilation. Can immigrants successfully assimilate into American society 
by adopting the social, economic, and cultural norms of Americans? Or do they remain as 
foreigners even long after they migrated to America? This argument triggers conversations among 
people, as they have diverse opinions on the issue. However, there have been only a few empirical 
studies undertaken on how fully and quickly new immigrants can adapt to American culture. 
More importantly, the question regarding whether immigrants should preserve their own culture 
or assimilate into the American culture should be answered in modern America, where diverse 
cultural communities exist simultaneously.   
Angelini, Casi and Corazzini (2015) discussed the process of assimilation of immigrants 
into the culture of their host country as it represents one of the most controversial issues for 
policymakers in America. According to the study, when people migrate to a new country, they 
bring valuable skills, labor and other resources, as well as the culture, customs and experiences 
from their native countries. They also enter the new society with diverse cultural backgrounds and 
insights such as languages, beliefs, and economic and social values (Angelini, Casi & Corazinn, 
2015). 
Jelekäinen (2015) indicated that the studies of intercultural communication are dominated 
by research about groups such as international students, refugees, and immigrants. These studies 
are mostly focused on issues such as languages and customs while leaving the emotional aspects 
of immigrant assimilation out of the picture (Jelekäinen, 2015). There have been many 
conversations about immigrants and studies exploring their cultural identity and cultural 







Based on the examination of previous investigations, this study aims to focus on immigrant 
artists’ personal experiences and perceptions. It also suggests the application of theories of 
identity formation in the case of immigration in order to understand the uniqueness of their 
cultural identity. 
 According to Kim (2001), cultural identity, intercultural identity and self-identity are all 
intimately related to the process of cultural assimilation. Kim indicated that migrating to another 
country dilutes our perception of identities and sense of belonging. After immigrating to a host 
culture, people often restore the identity and adjust to assimilate into the host culture.  In many 
cases, the cultural identity might not be influenced to change despite the changed reality and 
surroundings (Kim, 2001). There were extensive debates on whether immigrants should preserve 
their own culture or assimilate into the host culture; however, further study is needed to explore 
immigrants’ own perception of assimilation versus the host country’s views and expectations of 
these immigrants. 
It was commonly assumed that in order to perfectly assimilate into the host culture, an 
immigrant should choose between preserving an original cultural identity and developing an 
interchangeable intercultural identity. According to Kim (2001), it is possible to obtain both 
cultural identities. The intercultural identity is a reflection of the boundary and cross-cultural 
identity development.  
In many cases, the identity still usually develops into an intercultural one despite the 
confusion and self-doubt these immigrants devise in the process of assimilation. The intercultural 
identity and ability to shift cultural identities depending on the cultural settings are also discussed 
in the study by Moore and Barker (2012). According to Moore and Barker (2012), it is possible 







develop no sense of belonging, perceived benefits, and detriments of the multi-culture 
experience” (Moore & Barker, 2012). 
Identity Formation through Art-making 
            For this study, it is essential to understand the significance of cultural identity in the 
creative processes of the immigrant artists. Marshall (2007) suggested some significant points 
regarding art-making processes that need to be investigated in the study. According to Marshall 
(2007), art is used as a vehicle to explore cultural connections and the investigation of cultural 
identities. Artists often combine their multicultural identities with art in order to explore their self-
identities (Marshall, 2007). 
           The previous studies provided an insight that there is a need for further research and 
investigation in order to find more effective ways to intertwine multiple views of world culture 
and education. Artists often make cultural connections and investigate cultural identity through 
their art-making processes. These connections between cultural identity and art-making influence 
artists to create worlds to reflect emotive, spiritual, intellectual, and physical connections to their 
cultural identities (Marshall, 2007). 
            Artists have been making art as a way to explore the connections and relationships with 
others (Marshall, 2007). The importance of applying cultural influences into the field of arts is 
highlighted in this study. However, further investigation is needed in order to examine how to 
blend efficiently the multiple cultural views of the world and how to best educate the community, 








Role of Arts in Immigrant Communities 
           This section examines the roles of art to immigration communities. DiMiaggio (2010) 
suggested that for many immigrants, art is used as a way to express and maintain their “distinct 
identities, salvage integrity, and negotiate inclusion into the host society as they attempt to 
assimilate into the American culture.” The immigrants often choose art as their passion, because 
art allows for a kind of freedom which is not found in other forms of communication. Many 
modern immigrants face difficulties such as language barriers and discrimination as they migrate 
into the new culture. The immigrant condition is often restrictive and challenging, and art helps 
these immigrants to break the boundaries through the use of their imagination (DiMaggio, 2010, 
p.3). 
Immigration, Past and Present 
            In his book, DiMaggio (2010) indicated that “the newly formed Department of Homeland 
Security redefined immigration into a strict foreign and domestic security concern” (p.7). This 
action triggered  the decision of forming hundreds of detention centers in the country. These 
centers were developed to detain a large number of unauthorized immigrants, who were often 
captured in their homes or at work. These unauthorized immigrants are often unfairly referred to 
as criminals by the media. DiMaggio (2010) suggested that the emphasis should be on fixing the 
failing immigration policy, rather than on the new arrivals from border countries such as Mexico.  
           The immigrants in modern-day America often turned to artistic expressions to respond to 
the dramatic changes in the political climate. According to DiMaggio (2010), artistic expression is 
most effective when addressing questions relating to real-world issues, such as social and political 
concerns, and when attempting to shape new cultural identities (p.7). Due to its effectiveness, art 







implemented as a way for Mexicans and Guatemalans in detention centers to express their 
condition and hardship, because these unauthorized immigrants facilitate art to cope with the 
disgrace and disrespect they experience. For children of immigrants, the understanding of cultural 
identity of immigrant children became more complex because these children have a shallow 
understanding of their cultural background and, in many cases, have left their home countries 
before their self-identities were fully formed (DiMaggio, 2010, p.8).  
Immigration in Contemporary Art 
As immigration became the most talked about topic in the world, it also became one of the 
most explored topics in art. Many artists have turned to examine the theme of diversity, 
migration, and cultural identity. Art as activism and social justice has become an essential role for 
many contemporary artists. Due to the ongoing political debate about immigration and proposed 
changes in immigration-related policies, many artists shifted their theme to project these issues. 
The explored topics include human rights, family separations, immigration reform, and immigrant 
assimilation. Many artists, regardless of their background and main form of art, attempt to raise 
awareness of the issue the country is currently is facing. Because art often reflects the community 
and genuinely engages with the current state of the world, artists effectively use their creative 
practices to inform the public to promote changes.   
 
Immigrant Artists as Activists 
This section investigates what it means to be living in America today as an immigrant to 
better understand the role of the immigrant artist. These artists use art as a main vehicle to inform 







educate the society to affect the general perceptions of immigrants. Many artists became activists 
to promote and intervene with the desire to make changes in American society.  
 
JR, Gigantic Picnic 
JR is a French artist whose work often deals with the theme of immigration, as it has 
become an issue that many countries deal with. Although the artist doesn’t share an immigrant 
experience to the United States, his current works have dealt with the issue of immigration in 
America as it has become a universal issue. The artist is known for his use of art for activism and 
exhibiting his work freely in the streets, inviting people to experience art who are not usually 
museum visitors. He is best known for his ongoing project Inside Out, in which he invites people 
to have their pictures taken and to paste them on the buildings and walls to share their stories.  
On October 8, 2017, on the same day that the Trump Administration announced “hardline 
immigration proposals” (Schmidt, 2019), JR initiated the Gigantic Picnic project at the fence 
marking the border of the U.S. and Mexico, where he invited people from both countries to have a 
“picnic” and share a meal on the top of the bench, on which the “eyes of the dreamer” was painted 
(Shah, 2017). 
This project took place at the border, which symbolizes the separation and conflict. JR 
arranged the picnic to bring people together. While sharing the same meal and water, the 
participants forgot about that wall and which side they belong to. This project is significant 









Figure 4. JR, Gigantic Picnic, 2018 
https://time.com/4979252/lightbox-picnic-at-the-border/ 
 
Ramiro Gomez, On Melrose 
Gomez’s work addresses issues of immigration through making labor forces by 
immigrants more visible. He brings the migrant workers, who are often invisible in our society, to 
light. In his work, migrant workers are highlighted as the protagonists rather than “invisible labor 
forces who maintain the pools, homes, and gardens of Los Angeles” (About, 2019). On Melrose 
(Figure 5) is a series of paintings that depict migrant workers in Los Angeles. His work is 
important as it plays the role of social justice, informing how migrant workers are the labor force 
that is invisibly maintaining our cities. For Gomez, whose parents immigrated to the country 
illegally and gained citizenship later, the painting is labor, which connects his work to that of 
gardeners, nannies, and restaurant workers in Los Angeles (“Review: Ramiro Gomez ‘On 














Yoko Ono, Add Color 
Yoko Ono is a Japanese-born American artist who is known as a conceptual artist and a 
peace activist. Add Color installation is a participatory project which invited the people to draw, 
paint, and write on a white boat and all over the walls and floor. The white rowboat is symbolic, 
as it resembles the death and misery caused by the refugee crisis. The project is impactful because 
it generated meaningful interaction between art and the public. People wrote slogans about their 
beliefs and commentaries on the subject of immigration. This installation is significant since it 
generated conversations between the public and the artists about immigration, the refuge crisis, 













Ana Teresa Fernandez, Borrando la Frontera 
Fernandez is a performance artist who is native to Mexico and currently lives in San 
Francisco. Her works address the issues relating to place, identity, and community (“Navigating 
the Space Between Borders,” n.d.). In 2015, Fernandez led a group of volunteers from both 
Arizona and Mexico to paint the border walls blue to match the sky. The volunteers came together 
to help to paint the 50-foot stretch of the border fence. This act of “erasing” the border fence 
dividing the U.S. and Mexico is a way of reflecting on the experience of the border and 
connecting with others whose lives are impacted by the wall (Ahn, et al., 2015). This work is 
significant as it gathered people from both sides of the border to work together on a meaningful 









Figure 7. Ana Teresa Fernandez, “Borrando la Frontera (Erasing the Border)”, 2015, 
https://www.voiceofsandiego.org/topics/news/border-report-watch-border-wall-disappear/ 
 
Cultural Identity and Displacement 
Raúl de Nieves, Whitney Biennial 2017 
De Nieves’s work shares an idea of what it means to be an American artist today. De 
Nieves is an immigrant artist from Mexico who now lives and works in New York. His main form 
of art involves sculpture and performance influenced by his childhood memories and education 
from Mexico, where he also learned how to sew and crochet (Art 21, n.d.).  His intricate plastic 
beaded sculptural works are a tribute to his father and his promise for “a better tomorrow” (Artnet 
News, 2019). 
In 2017, he was invited to participate in the Whitney Biennial. De Nieves indicated that 
the invitation is especially meaningful to him since he is showing at the Museum of American Art 
as a Mexican descendent. For him, being part of the exhibition at the Museum of American Art as 
an immigrant artist showed what it means to be an American today (Artnet News, 2019).  His 







identities of immigrant artists, who often define themselves as representing more than one cultural 
background (Artnet News, 2019). 
 
 




Do Huh Suh, Almost Home 
Do Huh Suh explored the concept of identity and displacement through this installation 
work. Native to South Korea, Suh makes immersive architectural installation works crafted with 
delicate fabric. With his recent work Almost Home, he re-created multiple homes he lived in with 
brightly hued fabric sewn together to form a sculptural installation. His installation is immersive 
that people can walk inside and around to experience. For Suh, the experience of leaving his 
home in Korea and searching for a permanent home has a huge impact on his creative processes 







connections people make between the physical world and memory. With the installation work, he 
attempts to ask people questions about the notion of home and sense of belonging as we live at 
the time of mass global migration (Brooklyn Museum, n.d.). 
 
Figure 9. Do Huh Suh, “Almost Home”, 2018, installation 
https://www.artsy.net/show/smithsonian-american-art-museum-do-ho-suh-almost-home 
 
ImMigration Project, 2019 
As American’s concern with immigration continues to be heightened, many immigration-
themed exhibitions have been curated. The investigator also participated in exhibitions that 
explored the theme of identity and migration as part of the study. The curating exhibitions about 
migration to the United States are timely and relevant to the current stage of society. It is vital to 
exhibit immigrant artists’ works relating to the topic as a way to reflect current society.  
ImMigration is a collaborative exhibition that asked artists to respond to the theme of 
migration in the form of art and visual exploration. Artists, regardless of cultural background or 







inch right angle triangular print, in any orientation, which was later pieced together to create one 
large composite installation. Artists shared their personal views and thoughts on migration 
through images they freely created.  
The large mosaic was put together into a huge composite (Figure 10) and traveled with 
various venues around the world, beginning with the 2019 Southern Graphics Council 
International at the University of North Texas to the International School of Graphics in Venice, 
Italy, and to Puerto Rico in 2020 (Los Angeles Printmaking Society, n.d.).  
           ImMigration Project generated a collaboration of artists who are currently living in the 
time of global migration. Many artists responded to the theme, freely expressing their views on 
migration. The collaboration explored innovative and creative participation as well as presented 
visually the conceptual migration of themes and ideas, interactions and interpretations, as the 
individual pieces form part of the whole.  
 
 









Investigating the creative processes of these contemporary artists who share immigrant 
experiences and looking at past exhibitions that featured immigrant artists or themes relating to 
migration have provided the direction for the study. As the discussion on immigration policies 
continues, artists are heavily influenced to create works that raise the issues about the topic that is 
heavily manipulated by the current media personalities.  
During the literature review, I found many resources of immigrant artists’ works that deal 
with the controversies; however, only a little information was found on the exploration of their 
unique cultural identities. These artists come from all over the world to live in the United States 
permanently, or at least for the long term. Therefore, they don’t all share similar immigrant 









CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Understanding the Impact of Migration from the Perspective of Immigrant Artists 
This study used a qualitative research method that employed interviews that asked open-
ended questions to gain an understanding of the opinions and thoughts of the immigrant artists. 
The interviews with immigrant artists were conducted to investigate the diversity that exists 
within the immigrant artists’ community, as not all artists who share an immigrant experience 
explore the theme of immigrant-related issues and context. In the interviews, I emphasized the 
need to focus on the individuality of the immigrant artist, their personal feelings, and thoughts on 
migrating experiences, diversity, and adaptation. I coded the interview results and categorized 
them by rhetorical themes to analyze the different ideas (Gray, 2014).  
Any identifiable information, such as names of the participants, immigration status, and 
current location, is kept confidential since I believed that if the identity was revealed it would be 
difficult to gather their honest opinions on their thoughts and feelings. The immigrant status was 
also kept confidential since it is not an essential factor for the study.  
 
Participants 
The participants are artists who shared immigrant experiences and have resided in the 
United States for a minimum of five years. The five years is significant for the study, since the 
impact of proposed changes on immigration and the relationship between migrant experiences 
and their creative processes are important for analysis. 
A total of 14 artists were contacted. Snowball sampling was used as I used a personal 
network to recruit artists. One interview led to another, as artists introduced me to another artist 







participated in the interview. The years of living in the United States ranges from 1 to 20 years. 
Six of the participants lived in the country for 6 to 20 years, and one participant lived in the 
United States for one year. I still included the interview of the most recent immigrant because the 
interview findings were essential to the study. 
 
Table 1. Description of Participants (Interview) 
Pseudonym Country of Origin Years spent in the 
United States 
Art Form 
1. Cindy Indonesia 20 years Installation, painting, drawing 
2. Ling China 6 years Digital art 
3. Chao China 6 years Sculpture  
4. Haruna Japan 10 years Painting and performance 
5. Matthew Zimbabwe 7 years Animation, illustration 
6. Joy Taiwan  15 years Installation, performance 
7. Vera Chile 1 year Installation, sculpture 
 
Interview 
The focus of the interview was on the artists’ opinions and feelings about the migration 
process and how such a significant event has a substantial effect on their art-making processes 







and their impact on cultural diversity were explored, as the aim of the interview was to find out 
their roles and needs as they try to navigate into the host culture as artists. 
Six interviews were conducted via Skype, and one interview was done in person. All 
interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. The interview had four main parts; the first part 
asked general questions such as their cultural background, their studies, and what kind of art they 
make. This section was used to gather information about artists’ backgrounds but also to make 
them feel comfortable since the majority of the interviewees has never had any interaction with 
me beforehand. 
The interview questions were designed based on the outcome of the literature review 
(Appendix C). The five main themes include, cultural identity, art, roles of art, and 
immigration/assimilation experiences. I didn’t provide the questions before the interview, as I 
wanted the interview to be conversational to gather their candid opinions and thoughts. Skype was 
used as an interview tool because the visual cues played an essential role in the process; since 
some of the participants didn’t speak fluent English, having the visual cues helped to 
communicate to be more comprehensive. The next two sections asked about their art-making 
processes, any themes they deal with, primary audiences, and thoughts on the roles of immigrant 
artists in current American society. 
The last group of questions is the most significant for the study because it asked about 
their immigrant experiences, personal opinions, and thoughts on immigration in the United States, 










Data Collection Procedure 
The interviews were transcribed shortly after each interview was conducted. I took notes 
during the interview with the keywords. I started the analyzing process by transcribing interview 
scripts both by myself and via Temi.com. Some of the interviews were difficult to transcribe 
accurately using only online software, as the majority of interviewees spoke with foreign accents. 
After the initial transcription took place, I re-transcribed interviews by listening to the audio over 
and over again and writing down the script word by word. Although I was able to understand the 
main points of the dialog, at times some minor changes were made into the transcribed interview 
script to make the dialog more coherent. When the transcribing process was done, the process of 
data analysis began by analyzing the responses as rhetorical themes to analyze different ideas 
within the interview data (Gray, 2014). 
After the initial analysis, I started categorizing the interview results by the main topics 
found, such as identity, challenges, roles of art in the immigration community, and culture. The 
categorization was done based on the four main themes, which I determined based on what 




Five artists identified themselves as interdisciplinary artists, meaning they use skills and 
knowledge from several fields to solve complex problems and questions beyond the traditional 
boundaries (Facilitating interdisciplinary research, 2005). The interdisciplinary artists use more 
than one medium as their primary form for creating, ranging from painting, drawing, mixed 







interchangeably to choose the mediums that deliver their concept in the most effective way. One 
artist identified himself as an illustrator who currently works for the entertainment industry. 
All of the participants have bachelor’s degrees, and four artists obtained bachelor’s 
degrees in fine arts or related fields such as illustration, art history, and design. Three artists 
studied unrelated subjects, for example, finance, advertising, and literature. Three artists who 
studied non-art subjects have received their bachelor’s degrees in their home countries. All of the 
participants received a master’s degree in art or related fields in the United States. The three 
artists who didn’t study art before moving to the United States pursued a master’s in art after 
migrating to the United States. The reason for migration varies significantly by the participants. 
Four participants moved to the United States for family-related reasons, and this is most common 
for participants who migrated at an early age. One artist indicated that she moved to flee a 
political crisis, which resulted in her family’s migration to the United States. When asked to 
provide a primary reason to migrate, she responded: 
 
 (Cindy) “There’s no police to help us there. I was unable to go to school. Sometimes I couldn’t. 
Like those radical groups are circling around the area to kidnap these kids . . . so my parents sold 
everything that they had and left.” 
 
Two artists migrated with their spouses; the spouses were pursuing a degree in the States, 
and the participants decided to pursue arts soon after they arrived as they found the subject very 
appealing and interesting. All participants considered art as their primary profession and had 
multiple exhibitions inside the United States. Some artists chose art as a way to deal with the 







mentioned that having a language barrier and having difficulties adapting to a new culture have 
generated an interest in art as a way to communicate and express her feelings. 
  
(Cindy) “So, there [in class] I’m able to express myself and communicate without having to speak 
English. And I can just, you know, draw. I guess the interest continued, then it’s kind of pushed 
me into that direction.” 
 
Two artists indicated that the new environment had generated an interest in pursuing art as 
a serious profession and decided to study art further in graduate school. This also suggests that the 
change of surroundings often inspires artists and leads them to express themselves through art-
making processes.  
 
(Ling) “When I moved to America, I became more aware of my cultural background since it is 
very different from what we have here and inspired me to pursue art.”  
 
(Haruna) “First, I came here for business, and after the project was finished, I stayed and took 
classes to study art, and never left.”  
 
Cultural Identity and Sense of Belonging 
I asked participants to describe their cultural identity and if their cultural identities shifted 
since the migration, to investigate their thoughts on their identity as immigrants. 
One artist indicated that she didn’t want to be referred to as an immigrant artist as the term 
immigrant has a negative connotation, especially with the current political climate. One artist 
indicated that she preferred to be identified as a foreign-born American artist instead of an 
immigrant artist because, for her, immigrants in the United States share different migration stories 







Five artists indicated that their cultural identities have shifted after they migrated, and it 
has affected their creative processes. Two artists indicated that their cultural identities didn’t 
change, but it affected their art-making operations and shifted their primary audience from people 
in their home country to people living in the United States. 
It seemed that cultural identity is a more complex concept for the artists who migrated at 
an early age, before their cultural identity was fully formed. These artists elaborated more on their 
answer than those who migrated here more recently as an adult when asked about their cultural 
identity. One artist said that she is often confused about her cultural identity and doesn’t feel 
American even though she migrated here at an early age.   
A sense of belonging was also another central theme that was noted multiple times during 
the interview. None of the artists indicated that they consider themselves American, and all have 
always struggled to find a sense of belonging among white Americans. 
 
(Joy) “You know, it’s like,  I don’t know if you have this experience, but I don’t feel like an 
American, but I also don’t feel like an immigrant…And it also has to do with, and also in relation 
to language as well. Like for example, if you want me to talk about art in my Chinese would be 
very difficult. I think language is a barrier still despite me being able to speak those languages. 
And what’s a barrier in different ways or either language.” 
 
(Cindy) “My cultural identity has changed. I think so, because how can we not, you know, we’ve 
been kind of influenced by our surroundings, especially as artists.” 
 
One artist who moved to the country a year ago indicated that she only began to think 
about her cultural identity when she moved to the United States. Two participants touched on the  







was suggested that their identities are combined with the two cultures they experienced growing 
up and that they have a hard time culturally identifying themselves because they don’t represent 
one specific culture.  
 
(Vera) “It’s interesting that you asked that because it’s also a question I have been asking myself 
since I came here, which I don’t think I was asked before. So, I think the history of my father, he 
was born in the ... I don’t know, like that line of the family comes from, but my mother 
grandfather, so my great grandfather was from . . ., which, in today’s…, we have one of the 
greatest communities of Palestinians. And it’s funny because I like, I say this now, but it wasn’t a 
thing before. I don’t relate. Like even though I have that in my blood, I don’t feel like culturally I 
was raised in that culture, but it is something to think about.” 
 
 “I wouldn’t say my cultural identity has changed. I think I become more aware of it. I would 
identify myself as Latina, but I feel a very particular identity inside of Latin because I feel like 
don’t respond to the idea of Latin America that they, that people in the U.S. have usually like. . . . 
It’s a little bit detached from it, our cultural identity of a nation. I feel we are always a little bit 
removed from the rest of Latin America even though we are a part of it. And I can sense that when 
I’m talking to other people from Latin America here . . . it’s tricky. I know it’s confusing. I don’t 
really know if I can make myself clear.” 
 
(Matthew) “ I’ve always struggled with that. I’ve always, always struggled with that because 
culturally, I don’t know how to define myself, you know? I’ve always considered myself as like 
myself first and then my background. And one reason why I say that is because I’m incredibly 
nationalistic, you know, like I’m all like, Oh, I’m a proud to be Zimbabwean. . . . I guess being in 
the States, it feels like home, but not exactly home. Sometimes it feels like home, but at the same 
time, the way things are, you know, it’s never the same. But it’s interesting because there always 
say like, you know, the person that you are as a whole is made up from the people that are around 








(Joy) “I think when I was younger, I definitely understood what it means to be Chinese or 
Taiwanese. Like, how I identify myself and also like the stigma of being Chinese and not wanting 
to be Chinese because of all the associations people would have with Chinese. I think the idea is 
shifting today. But I think before, you know, especially because of the economy in China and then 
also like Chinatown kind of neighborhoods. Like people have a negative association. And then I’ll 
pick up these things and try to hide or reject my identity or like trying to be American. If that’s 
possible.” 
 
(Cindy) “I am still struggling with that. Since I moved, I feel disconnected with my own cultural 
identity, and it has been hard since my grandmother passed away because that was the last line. 
Personally, I am still working on that idea. But in terms of Eastern and Western ideas, mixing the 
two exist in my work. It is not just showing my cultural identity, it’s more of a global 
perspective.”  
 
Themes in Art 
None of the participants indicated that they directly deal with the issues relating to 
immigration or migration experiences in their creative processes even though the migration 
experience had a significant impact as it was the primary motivation to start making art. However, 
they all agreed that the cultural identity will always be the foundation of their works in varying 
degrees whether it is intended or not.  
When asked if they use art to inform their cultural background, two artists answered they 
specifically make art to represent their cultural identity to American audiences, and these two 
artists are the ones who indicated that their cultural identity has not shifted. It seemed that they 
are comfortable sharing their culture and use it to inform their cultural identity.  
 
One artist mentioned that she doesn’t intend to portray her cultural identity or race in her 








 (Joy) “Last year, I did like a bunch of work where I only used like Asian female image or figure, 
and I’ll also, when it’s just me, despite of knowing where I’m from or my background, and I, my 
image is Asian woman. For a moment, I was contending between or with this like up how people 
interpret my work just because of what I look like and the meaning of my work. . . . I visually 
physically look like something else like another race, I think the interpretation would be so 
different.”  
 
(Chao) “My cultural identity is the main theme of my work. People who come from different 
culture have tendency to explore their current cultural surroundings and relate to their own 
cultural background. Artists from foreign culture always want to show their own culture in 
different culture because there is always some misunderstanding about culture, people, society. 
Art is a good way to communicate and connect both culture and people.” 
 
(Cindy) “Identity in terms of family, relationship and connections, spirituality, and then these 
kind of like East and West philosophical ideas, duality. Oh, passage of time are the themes I am 
working with.”  
 
(Haruna) “Zen philosophy is always like in a background in my work. So, I don’t really put my 
cultural background but at the same time, I feel the way of thinking “Zen” is there, for example, 
my movement and water. Water is my main theme, in a way the marks I make. I subconsciously 
make this mark and they come from my cultural background.”  
 
Three artists indicated that the central theme they explore is related to current social issues 
and that the environment they live in have influenced the subjects and topic they deal with. 
Several artists also indicated that social issues such as racial and socioeconomic segregation and 








(Matthew) “Growing up in my country, I grew up with a lot of variety of people, white, black, 
Asian, Indian. . . . That’s kind of what I always pictured what my life would be. But coming to the 
States, it feels like a lot of stuff was kind of divided, and for me, the things weren’t always good in 
my home country, but when the country was striving, we were one. I think we were in anyway 
divided at all. I guess that influenced me. In the future what would it look like? To think about 
science fiction, think about technology, how would it look like in the future. Especially for the 
nation where it is so connected but also disconnected at a same time?”  
 
(Cindy) “Being able to bring people and the community together would be the biggest 
achievement I made so far with my work and bringing people together with different backgrounds 
and statuses, all these faces presented through this large installation. The work showed diversity 
to bring unity. During the installation, one person cried because it was so beautiful to see the 
different communities coming together as one. That touched my heart because if we can change 
one man’s perception about his city, think about what we can do and impact the community at 
large.” 
 
Role of Immigrant Artist in the United States 
The participants were asked to provide their thoughts on the roles of immigrant artists in 
current America. This question was asked to find out whether their perceived roles as immigrant 
artists project to the current American society. One artist elaborated that creating a sense of 
community plays a vital role as an artist living in contemporary society, where social inclusion 
has become an important issue. To promote inclusion, the artist tried to make her community 
more inclusive, which has a history of high segregation. 
 
(Cindy) “What I’m proud of is noticing the whole, you know, history of my city. This whole 
segregations and people not really communicating with one another and it’s kind of disengaged. 
So, what I’m trying to do in the city is actually utilizing art to bring people together. And with my 







you know, these engagements. So I am starting to look into like more social practices work and 
then also these like creative placemaking and how can artists change communities, um, not just, 
you know, doing their art, but like bringing art to the community, making it public so that 
everyone can enjoy it because not everybody can go to museums and afford either. There’s so 
much about this city that people don’t know. Like there’s all of these stories of hope and stories of 
progress that is not being shown and it’s not being shared because everywhere we go, even when 
I travel, you know, they’re like, where are you at right now? And all of them said, it’s bad. But 
you know, as artists we can change that. So that’s what I’ve been doing this last year I suppose.” 
 
(Matthew) “Giving a reason, giving people a reason to at least listen to you. Because I think it’s 
very easy to get lost in that crowd of artists. You know, my professor once told me that the biggest 
thing that he believes a lot of artists actually, especially a lot of international artists, are 
forgetting is that is actually the best thing about who you are because, you know, your goal is to 
really just bring something different to the table. . . . He was encouraging the people that I guess 
artists that are out there, you know, right now or come into the future, like he really wants them to 




I asked a series of questions regarding their thoughts and opinions on cultural assimilation 
and challenges they face as immigrants and artists. One artist who migrated at an early age, 
during high school, answered that she faced discrimination when she moved. 
 
(Cindy) “Do we need to start from the beginning? Because I, if we start from the beginning, when 
I first arrived, I was bullied in school because I couldn’t speak English. It wasn’t welcoming 
environment. Especially the state we migrated to. But along the way I met really amazing people 
that who helped me to reach, you know, the places that I’ve could never reach before. But yes, 
I’ve experienced discrimination. I know my parents experienced it more than I did, because 







The majority of the participants said that the language was the biggest challenge they 
faced regardless of the age the migration took place. However, they were more likely to 
experience discrimination if the participant moved to the United States at an early age, such as 
during high school. 
One participant pointed out that racism was the challenge he faced; however, it happened 
more so to his close acquaintances than to him. Two artists who migrated to the country later to 
pursue a degree indicated that navigating complex systems, such as school and heath care, was the 
biggest challenge for them.  
 
(Vera) “The main trouble that I’ve had since coming here, which is again very specific, um, it’s 
the health system that I don’t understand. And last year I had some troubles with my shoulder, 
and I didn’t know how anything worked. I didn’t know how much I was supposed to pay, like all 
of that, which is, again, very concrete examples. But I feel like that took a very huge toll on me 
that year because I am still now, I don’t know how it works. I don’t know like what should I call 
this or where should I go? Like even though I’m part of an institution, those things are very hard 
to, it is very hard to navigate. Especially I would say, oh yes, and taxes!  Those are the two things 
I still don’t understand and nobody, no one has been able to explain to me.” 
 
Two other artists also mentioned navigating the U.S. systems was a hard challenge. 
 
(Cindy) “Just maneuvering the new system in terms of my life . . . and all of these things, like they 
[parents] don’t know any of that whole system and nobody really teach us either. Right. Like we 
have to find all of that stuff ourselves. So, it is kind of hard.”  
 
(Matthew) “Challenges are way too many to even saying in one interview. Honestly, when I first 
came to the States, I actually didn’t know anybody, you know? I had no friends. I had no 







like telemarketers’ experiences. I think I’ve been scammed so many times. It’s like you had to 
learn all of that again. So, it feels as if you’re starting from age four or like age five or something 
when you first come here, but at a same time, they expect you to act like age 30, you know what I 
mean? I get to know more of these things, you know, if you don’t know them, it’s like, well, can I 
use that against you?” 
 
(Vera) “Sometimes I think the country profits from us, and they, and they don’t really deal with 




Whether immigrants should culturally assimilate into American culture or preserve their 
own culture was one main topic in the presidential election in 2016 (Abramitzky, 2017). I asked 
the immigrant artists to share their opinions and thoughts on the topic as artists are often inspired 
by their environment. 
 
(Joy) “Honestly, I think it’s in a two-way street because I’m really thinking too much when like if 
you think about black and white people, like obviously there still a very strong sense of 
segregation, but cultural wise I still feel like, you know, it’s trickling on both ways. Just, I mean 
despite the obviously whiteness having more privilege, you can also see that obviously from the 
eighties, nineties, I guess till now there’s a lot of like cultural influence that is like shifted through 
like black culture. And I feel like, of course, I mean I think that speaking English is already a one-
step too, like I’m called trans-assimilation, right? It’s like just to ability to communicate and so, 
but then also thinking about this spy, like even if these immigrants don’t purposefully assimilate 
to what was then contemporary or American culture, their presence is already, you know, a step 








(Cindy) “It’s really hard. I mean we all change. I think moving to another country is that it’s 
different into because you will adapt and that’s just human nature. Like you can’t really run away 
from that. But I think that it is important also to, you know, to know where we come from, like to 
know our traditions and to know where we were. Um, if we don’t, then how could we make work 
to talk about our identity if we don’t even know ourselves to begin with.” 
 
(Joy) “I am in between. There are things that is very important to bring your side of culture 
where you are from, it’s ironic because America is called the ‘Melting Pot.’ It’s very important 
that we all get a taste of where everyone comes from and cultures. Because we talk so much about 
how we should be one. However, preserving is very important too. For example, a lot of when it 
comes to African American culture, it’s easily advertised for wrong reason, ‘Americanized,’ you 
should be careful about what you share, because it becomes trendy without knowing what it 
means but also very important to bring to the table. I think artists play a very important role in 
this. Part of you that needs to be shared it almost a way of giving back to the society.”  
 
The participants also offered their thoughts on the current political climate, such as 
proposed changes in immigration and other issues occurring in the last five years. One artist 
mentioned that the immigrant issue had affected her art-making practice directly. 
 
(Cindy) “Definitely, that’s where interest in social engagement come from. It led me to engage 
actively in community-based art project, because of current political climate, I started to think 
about how art can change society. It made me step out of my studio and become active in 
engaging with the community. I became an activist from a studio artist.”  
 
One artist indicated that the current political climate and proposed changes have not 
affected her at all as she doesn’t think it has an impact on her or her practices. 
 
(Joy) “I, honestly though it’s really bad because I remember having these discussions in art 







point where they’re like, crying. Like when Donald Trump was elected, I was just like, it was like 
I was not there, like it’s not so emotionally influential to me. And then, I don’t know. I don’t know 
how it has changed.” 
 
The last question asked if they think there should be more resources and support systems 
such as immigrant art programs, that can help promote their work and encourage inclusion in 
society. This question was the last, as I planned it to be implemented as the foundation of the 
group exhibition. I intended to find out their needs and thoughts on having their art promoted as a 
cultural group and support system to help them with any difficulties navigating into their artistic 
careers and endeavors.  
 
One artist indicated that such a support system and resource would help newcomers like 
herself. 
 
(Vera) “I feel the U.S. bring people to be here in order for their own success, benefiting from 
having cultural diversity, and then we are left out stranded, I feel. Especially in art world the only 
way for us to keep going, which, again very hard is creating the sense of community. There are 
already all these different associations for supporting immigrants and immigrant artists, but, 
again, we are the ones who have to work, again we are the ones who have to raise awareness or 
have to build the community of our own, because these institutions are not doing it for us.”  
 
(Cindy) “I think there are already resources like that. So maybe more accessible resources for 
small cities, because these artists always end up in larger cities for that reason.”  
 
Two participants noted that a support system and such resources are not necessary because 







broad cultural group, such as Asian Americans or African Americans, because their cultural 
identities and their needs are distinct from each other.  
  
One artist indicated that having emotional support would be very helpful. 
 
(Joy) “I think it would be definitely really helpful. This girl I know who moved here for art school 
and it seemed really difficult like for her to start and adapt. I think it would be, I think it’ll be 
really helpful. I was, oh, emotional support now. . . . I think it can be very helpful because I think 
that, you know, some of the issues that people go through, like they might be embarrassed to 
share, or I was maybe thinking like where they can get.”  
 
Summary of Results (Interview) 
It was illustrated that the concept of cultural identity can be a difficult topic to explore as 
people understand it in many different ways. Some of the participants responded that identity is 
an integral part of their art-making processes, while for other artists it didn’t play an important 
role. However, they all agreed that even though they don’t explore the theme of cultural identity 
shaped by migrant experiences extensively in their work, it is impossible for them to exclude it 
entirely because it is a huge part of their identity. 
This study also indicated that the artists’ surroundings influence their art-making 
processes; therefore, the changes in surroundings due to migration to another country have an 
impact on their art in varying degrees. Thus, this study illustrates that the different aspects of 
cultural identity exist and are as essential as nationality, gender, art practices, and location. 
Whether the participants intended it or not, the exploration of cultural identity would be 
embedded in their arts as people tend to make connections between their cultural background with 







Artists who migrated to the U.S. at an early age didn’t communicate a clear cultural 
identity as they struggled to associate themselves with a specific culture. Regarding cultural 
assimilation, all artists indicated the importance of preserving their culture by creating a 
community for migrants from their own culture. However, they suggested that while preservation 
is essential, adaptation is equally as necessary, such as learning the language and navigating U.S. 
systems such as health care, education, and taxes. 
The challenges they faced also vary by the artist as the location and age had a considerable 
impact. Artists who migrated at an earlier age have experienced discrimination more than the ones 
who moved at a later age. The language is the most common barrier they mentioned and also a 
primary reason why they chose art to study as a way to communicate with the new world. 
Current issues relating to immigration and hostility towards immigrants have affected their 
art-making processes in varying degrees. Four artists indicated that the political climate has not 
influenced their art-making processes or affected their cultural identity. However, the result is 
mainly depending on the artist’s current location; for example, if the artist lives in a city with a 
large immigrant population, they are less likely to experience the effect. On the other hand, artists 
who live and work with smaller immigrant communities feel the impact of hostility. 
The majority of artists indicated that they impact society positively by making art and 
contributing to the culture. They indicated that they don’t serve a significant role as immigrant 
artists; however, they believed that their art-making processes serve a vital role in American art, 
because their works often address important issues and generate conversations such as cultural 
identity, diversity, climate change, segregation, racism, and immigration. The majority of 
participants indicated that they are interdisciplinary artists and have studied multiple fields, such 







based art, as well as traditional art mediums such as sculpture, painting, or drawing. They don’t 
stick to one or two mediums but freely choose mediums to deliver the concept most effectively. 
The artists pointed out that they need more local supports and resources, since most are 
more accessible in big cities with large immigrant communities, like New York. One artist 
indicated a need for more emotional support and resources, as immigrants sometimes go through 
hardships while they are separated from their families and familiar surroundings. However, the 
majority of them disagreed with having immigrant artists to be promoted as a cultural group since 
immigrant artists have diverse backgrounds, and such a multicity of identity makes it impossible 
to serve them as one. It is important to note and accept their identities as they are, because their 
needs are based on many different factors. The factors include current location, immigration 
status, country of origin, cultural experience, years of living in the United States, race, education, 
and socio-economic status. 
The important finding is that the immigrant artists contribute significantly to the culture of 
America due to their success proved by the multiple exhibitions they have held, their 
achievements, and their acknowledged contributions to the American society. 
  
Curation of the Exhibition 
Following the interviews of immigration artists to gain an understanding of their unique 
cultural identity and contribution to the culture of America, I then curated a group art exhibition 
to show artworks by immigrant artists. The exhibition was curated to provide social engagement 
for the community in Ames, Iowa, to generate conversations about cultural identity, diversity, and 
immigration. The exhibition took place in the heart of downtown Ames and was open to the 







The art exhibition was chosen to promote cultural diversity within the community by 
displaying art by selected immigrant artists. Because the art exhibition mirrors the current status 
of the society, the exhibition reflects the interests and concerns, while simultaneously challenging 
society’s general ideologies and preconceptions about immigrants. Keeping art relevant to society 
plays a very crucial role in art exhibitions and for artists. Indeed, maintaining art pertinent to 
society and gaining a diverse audience are two of the main goals of the art exhibition and one of 
the reasons the exhibition was curated to open to the Ames community. 
The exhibition focused on exploring the multiplicity of the cultural identity of immigrant 
artists and on their contribution to the cultural fabric of America. The artworks showcased 
explored various themes through various techniques to investigate the artists’ self-identity. The 
topics include migration, cultural identity, sense of belonging, emotion, disaster, and fantasy. The 
exploration of identity caused by migration is a consistent theme in their works, as moving to a 
new country has a considerable impact on the self-identity of the artists. 
 
Participants  
A total of 18 artists were contacted through my personal network from March through 
August. The exhibition prospectus (Appendix D ) and entry form (Appendix E) were sent to the 
selected artists, who are foreign born and currently living in the country as artists at the time of 
contact. A total of 13 artists submitted entries, resulting in 44 artworks as submissions. As a 
result, 27 artworks were selected for the exhibition. The forms of art selected include painting, 
mixed-media, sculpture, drawing, prints, video, performance art, and lyrics essay. All artists 
shared the experience of migration to the United States and have lived in the country for five 







background for the context of the study, as he spent the majority of his life in his parents’ home 
country and moved back to the United States as an adult. One artist is currently located in a 
country outside of the United States; however, it was determined that she is eligible, as she lived 
in the country until three months before the exhibition and the entry was submitted before the 
departure. 
 
Table 2. Description of Participants (Exhibition) 
Name Country of 
Origin 







India 5+ years Iowa  Lyrics essay 
2. Xin Chen  China 5+ years Iowa Sculpture 
3. Hee Hun Cho   South Korea  
(b. U.S.) 
5+ years Colorado Digital art 
4. Luca Cruzat Chile 5 + years Illinois Printmaking 
5. Sandra  
de la Rosa 
 
Mexico 5 + years Texas Painting and video 
6. Raluca Iancu Romania 5 + years Iowa Printmaking 
7. Wonjung Jung South Korea 5 + years Virginia Drawing 
8. Chintia Kirana Indonesia 5 + years Alabama Painting 




Japan 5 + years Georgia Sculpture 







Table 2 (continued)  
12. Sodam Lee South Korea 5 + years Michigan Printmaking 
13. Jessi 
Ali Lin 








Design on Main Gallery was selected to be the venue for the exhibition. The gallery is 
located in the Main Street Cultural District in downtown Ames, Iowa. The gallery was selected as 
a liaison which connects Iowa State University’s College of Design with the community of Ames.  
The community art gallery hosts exhibitions both by university students and faculty, as well as 
community artists, to generate conversations and collaboration within the community of Ames 
(About us, n.d.). The location welcomes both community members and university affiliates, 
providing easy accessibility for parking and entrance for the passersby. 
 











This section explores the various themes the artists explored through their art-making 
processes. The participating artists submitted their artist’s statements, which describe their work 
to give the audience a better understanding of their art-making processes. The statements were 
used to understand their themes and what they wish to communicate with the viewers. The themes 
are organized into four categories: cultural identity, immigration experiences, change of 
surroundings and belonging, and other themes.  
  
Cultural Identity 
The concept of “duality” as it relates to having more than one cultural identity is a 
consistent theme in the art of immigrant artists. Cultural Identity is the theme the majority of 
artists dealt with in their works. The duality includes multiple cultural identities and influences, 
such as East-West, Christian-Buddhist, third culture identity, sense of belonging, notion of home,  
new surroundings, and comparison of life in the home country and the host country. 
Two artists explicitly stated that their primary cultures had impacted their work 
immensely. Their creative processes are inspired by personal experiences, cultural issues, and 
cultural communications, and they use art as a way to communicate with American audiences. 
Three artists didn’t mention where they are initially from in their statement and how their culture 
has affected their creative processes. For these artists, cultural identity is a very complex idea that 











Two artists explored the theme of immigration as it relates to the ongoing controversy and 
issues relating to it. Two artists explored the topic as it relates to their personal experiences. One 
artist specifically explored the theme as she uses her art to refer to the hardship Latin Americans 
face as they cross the border to come to the United States. The artist believed it is vital to raise 
awareness and convey these themes in her work.   
I also have a series of works in this exhibition. In my work, Journey to Home (Figure 12), 
I used images of scanned immigration documents collected as I was attempting to reside in the 
country. I used these images as a visual vehicle to communicate with the world. There are two 
contrasting views on my identity: one that is bureaucratic and one that shows how I want to be 
perceived by my society—a family member, a friend, and a neighbor. Searching for a nonexistent 
home and for belonging has been constant in my work. I believed it is essential to keep exploring 
this topic to share with the viewer as many migrants can relate to such a phenomenon.  
 

















 Migration Experience and Belonging 
One artist explored the theme of migration experience, which is rooted in her personal 
experience living in a new environment, and the constant longing for home. The artist used her 
work to portray herself as she was trying to adapt to her new surroundings. I also mentioned in 
my statement that I am continually searching for ways to find commonalities between myself and 
the rest of the world. As I frequently moved, I was also making an effort to settle. The migration 




These artists also explored the idea of identity through different approaches using various 
mediums. The artists who mainly use process-focused mediums such as sculpture and 
printmaking stated that the processes and materials they use are essential.  These methods are 
crucial as they led them to greater personal understanding, transformation, and expression, which 
they hope to share with the viewer. 
Two artists stated that they explored social issues through their work, such as disaster, 
miscommunication, and the consequences of living in a media-driven culture. A sculptural artist 
said that his surroundings influenced him the most, such as lines and forms that he sees in his 
environment. Nature also plays a vital role in the art of these artists, as one mentioned the water in 
relation to the movement of our body has a significant impact on her work. It was illustrated that 










Table 3. Themes of Artworks 
 
Name Main Themes 
1. Kartika Budhwar Migration experiences 
2. Xin Chen  Cultural identity, Chinese-Western cultures as it relates to 
personal experiences, cultural issues, and cultural 
communication  
3.Hee Hun Cho   Nature, material studies, line and form found in nature  
 
4. Luca Cruzat Emotions, feelings, conflicts and tension 
5. Sandra de la Rosa Latin American migrant experiences and hardships crossing 
the United States and Mexico border 
6. Raluca Iancu Disaster, miscommunication, consequences of living in a 
media-driven culture 
7. Wonjung Jung Migration experience, autobiographical imageries 
8. Chintia Kirana Combination of diaspora and philosophical ideas, exploration 
of duality, and accumulation of time passed  
9. Hyomin Kwon Fairytale spaces through decorative and whimsical materials 
10. Ayako Kurimoto Cultural identity, sense of time 
11. Sang Lee Cultural Identity, immigration experiences, sense of belonging 
12. Sodam Lee Cultural identity, comparison of three cultures (Korea, United 
States, and Italy) 
13. Jessi Ali Lin Cultural identity, body in relation to perspective in 
installations, sculpture, instability of images and its relation to 
identity 
14. Hiromi  Okumura Exploration of physical movement (dance) to communicate 








The promotion materials were designed and sent to communities and the university two 
weeks before the exhibition’s opening date, including Downtown Ames, College of Design, and 
International Students and Scholars Office to promote the exhibit.  
Social media was also used as a useful tool for promotion. Both the gallery and I used 
social media platforms such as Facebook (Figure 14)  and  Iowa State University, College of 
Design website (Figure 15) to promote the exhibition. Posters were also used as a way to promote 
the exhibit (Figure 16). The posters and invitations (Figure 17) were printed and posted around 


































Figure 16. Exhibition Poster Design 































Figure 17. Exhibition Invitation Card Design 
 
Curatorial Statement 
Art makes an impact on society: It allows people from different backgrounds to transcend 
differences through images, sounds, and stories. The art exhibition reflects the current status of 
society. Bringing art together into an exhibition enables people to experience the works together 
in communities, to respond and connect. We live in a time that is bringing people together 
regardless of their differences, as a community is more vital than ever.  
Because arts help understand values and beliefs of others, migration and art are essential 
elements to understand life, culture, and creativity in current America. This exhibition Impact: 
Identity, Belonging, and Migration explores the uniqueness of identities of immigrant artists and 
the impact these artists have on American society. Furthermore, the exhibition addresses the 
importance of understanding the diversity that exists in our communities and celebrates the 
differences, as it has become an integral part of national identity. 
identity, belonging & migration
IMPACT
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Impact: Identity, Belonging, and 
Migration is an art exhibition, curated 
by Sang Eun Lee, as part of her MFA 
thesis in Graphic Design at Iowa State 
University. The exhibition aims to 
explore the uniqueness of the cultural 
identity of migrant artists and the 
social and cultural impact that they 
have on American society.
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Figure 19. Images from Opening Reception, November 14th, 2019 
 
Reflection from the Audiences 
For a qualitative study of the art exhibition, I used the conversations I had and the written 
comments I received from the audience as a way to analyze the result of the study.  
The audiences at the opening reception (Figure 19) were asked to share their thoughts by 
reflecting on some questions and by writing their comments. The visitors were informed about the 
comment cards during the curator’s talk and by the gallery attendant as they entered the gallery.  







of the reception. A total of  43 people visited the opening of the exhibition, and 13 people 
participated in reflecting on the experience (Figure 20 & 21).  
The first question—“Did this exhibition change your perception of the impact of 
immigration or immigrant artists on American culture?”—was asked to measure the impact of the 
exhibition, and if the experience effectively changed the audiences’ perceptions of immigrants 
and of the impact of immigrant artists.  
A number of the audience members were already accustomed to diversity by working in 
the field of higher education. Some audience members are either working with immigrants and a 
diverse group of people or they experienced migration themselves. Therefore, a majority of the 
respondents indicated that the exhibition didn’t change their perception of immigrants and 
diversity much; however, they all elaborated that the exhibition enabled them to understand the 
immigrants more in-depth, as it helped shift their personal views of these immigrants through the 
viewing experience. 
 
“As someone who works with the bureaucracy of immigration, this exhibit helped shift the view to 
the very personal, human perspective. It was really impactful to see how immigration can be so 
integral to someone’s identity.” 
 
“It expanded the perspectives I have previously been aware of, but not to this depth. It brings a 
personal story to some perspectives I was previously vaguely aware of.” 
 
 
 One participant indicated that, through arts, he was able to experience the subject more 








“Art is an incredible media to discuss the emotional impacts of immigration in America. I felt like 
this display was a beautiful and intimate experience with a subject that I personally have no 
experience first-hand with.” 
 
A number of participants also commented that the exhibition provided them a chance to 
better understand what immigrants or people migrating to a new country experience.  
 
“Certainly, I can see how people’s perspectives would need some context to the life at someone 
like a transfer or international student adjusting to a new life goes under a lot of stress. I think 
this exhibit addresses things like that.”  
 
“It did make me contemplate what it might be like to immigrate to a different country and how I 
might try to navigate showing my work as an artist and I imagine there would be many additional 
barriers I would face in a new country than I face here as a citizen of U.S.”  
 
The second question—“What are your thoughts on the roles of arts in current American 
society? Can art change the community to be more inclusive?”—was asked to determine whether 
they believe art can be used as a useful tool to generate social change.  
The majority of participants indicated that art could be used as a catalyst to impact society 
and make the community more inclusive. They believe arts influence the community to bring 
people together and appreciate their differences.  
 
“I believe art can help change and shape a society to be more inclusive. It can bring attention to 








 Several audience members noted that because art tells stories and makes people connect 
and respond as a community, it can generate more effective changes than other forms of 
communications.  
“I think there is an underrepresentation in the arts in current American society. Because art is 
such a universal and emotional language, it would be beautiful for everyone when this changes.”  
 
“I think art can tell the stories of individuals and give life to the experiences the artist has in a 
manner that others can see. I also feel that art can help people find that they are not alone in the 
experiences they share. Yes, art can change society to be more inclusive.”  
 
“Art can show the experiences of people that are forgotten and that get lost in paperwork.” 
 
Some participants suggested that curating exhibitions like this to support diversity and 
promote inclusion is very important, since it can share broader perspectives to the community.  
 
“I think a lot of people in the art world are aware of the lack of inclusivity in art history and 
contemporary practice, but not enough is being done to share as many perspectives as could be 
done. Shows like this one ‘Impact’ help change that though! Help support exhibitions like this 
show that the community wants and needs art that is more inclusive.”  
 
“I have always cared but haven’t really seen that immigrants have a place to show art. This 
exhibition allowed others to gather and show and more art shows more creativity. So this event 












Figure 20. Comment Box Setup 
 
 









Summary of Results (Exhibition) 
  The exhibition generated conversation between people about arts, diversity, cultural 
identity, and inclusion, and prompted them to share ideas with one another about these topics. The 
themes of art, media, and the stories they tell significantly differ by the artist even though they all 
have migrated to the United States. Using art as a way to communicate with the world, these 
artists work to display their personal ideas, expressed in many different ways depending on their 
backgrounds, culture, and personal experiences; therefore, it provided an opportunity to learn 
about the uniqueness of the immigrant artists’ cultural identities.  
The majority of audiences who reflected on the exhibition indicated that, through art, 
society could be more inclusive as it facilitates the experience for people to connect and respond 
as communities. The viewers also noted that the exhibition impacted their perspectives on 
migration, although it didn’t change their perception and opinions on diversity and immigration 
much. However, the exhibition offered them an in-depth understanding of immigrants and their 
art making processes.  
The exhibition also helped confirm their perception of diversity and migration as 
something that needs to be celebrated and accepted. Curating an exhibition that involves a diverse 
group of artists can be facilitated frequently to generate impactful experiences within the 
community, encouraging people to be inclusive and open to diversity. 
The conversations I had with immigrant artists and with the audience have also shifted 
my own thoughts on immigrants and immigration as it relates to arts and enriching the culture of 
America. Audience members indicated that showing art by immigrant artists is very important to 
society, as it provides opportunities for the community to be exposed to diversity. The immigrant 







their work, it is also important to note that they represent modern American culture, as it has a 
large immigrant population. Therefore, labeling them as immigrant artists is arbitrary, as these 




























CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND CONCLUSION 
The outcome of the qualitative study helped answer the proposed research questions. 
        What are the roles of immigrant artists play in contemporary American society, and how 
they are contributing to the rich American culture? The investigation of this study has helped to 
understand the contribution of these artists to American culture as they attempt to resettle in the 
new environment. Due to the expressive nature and the possibility of multiple interpretations, art 
allows for conversation from a variety of points of view, experiences, and different ways of 
learning. Immigrant artists contribute to the community by addressing social, cultural, religious, 
and political issues through their art. These artists, with their unique cultural background and 
experiences, provide different perspectives on the problems, which can effectively help change 
behavior and build action toward such issues.  
The immigrant artists also play a role in transcending their artistic expertise to make the 
American culture more diverse. Some of the artists explored the theme of cultural identity more 
exclusively than other artists in their creative processes. However, all the artists indicated that the 
migrant experience has facilitated their artistic endeavors, and they believed that such an 
experience has made them distinct from other, nonimmigrant artists. 
         The study also helped to answer the second research question: How can art and design be 
used as ways to change the perception of diversity and immigration in the United States? The 
exhibition made the community members engage in cultural activities and open up to 
conversations through art. The exhibition had approximately 120 visitors, including students, 
faculty, and other community members of Ames, Iowa. This is significant because non-
university-affiliated, general community members, who often have limited opportunities to 







About one third of  the visitors were community members who are residents of Ames and 
nearby towns. Some of them acquired information about the exhibition through social media, 
while others were informed by word of mouth from friends and acquaintances. Some of the 
visitors saw the exhibition unintentionally, having no prior information about the theme or 
participating artists. Regardless of the motivation for attending the exhibition, the audience 
indicated that they learned about the unique cultural identity of immigrants and immigrant artists 
and the contributions they make in the American culture and art. This is very important for the 
study, since the goal of the exhibition was to facilitate the educational experience for those who 
are not museum-goers to be exposed to art and cultural diversity.  
The outcome of this study suggested that immigrant artists serve a significant role in our 
society by facilitating a rich cultural experience for community members and generating 
impactful conversations to create change.  The exhibition, Impact: Identity, Belonging, and 
Migration, was a vital contribution to the society because it reflected the current status of the 
nation, where such differences are often neglected or undesirable. The exhibition has addressed 
the importance of understanding the diversity that exists in our communities and celebrated the 
differences, as diversity has become an integral part of America’s national identity.   
      Regardless of their motivation, immigrants moving to a new country to live and work and 
making an effort settle can face many challenges. However, I learned that it is arbitrary to assume 
that all immigrant experiences are challenging and difficult. Some immigrant artists who 
participated in the study noted that the migration process didn’t present many difficult situations. 
Some immigrant artists didn’t experience difficulties such as language and cultural barriers, 
discrimination, or finding work, which are challenges often associated with immigrants. Some 







and that it was their interest on the subject and talent that motivated their career decision. For 
some artists, the migration experience was enjoyable as it provided them with many exciting 
opportunities.  
           The proposed changes in immigrant policies and hostility towards immigrants also have 
little to no impact on some of the artists’ art-making processes. Some of the artists want to be 
identified only as American artists who make works in the United States to make an impact on 
American culture, as do many other artists who are native to the country.  
          Although some of these artists don’t see a need to identify themselves as foreign-born or 
immigrant artists, it was noted that the audience immediately made an assumption that their 
artworks investigate their native culture or that the works are about their migrant experiences, due 
to the artists’ physical appearances and background information. They indicated that their 
multicultural identity influenced their art-making processes greatly, making their art unique 
among nonimmigrant artists’; however, it is important to view their art for the content and ideas 
they intend to communicate with the viewer, because making such assumptions and associations 











CHAPTER 5: LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE IMPLICATIONS 
Limitations 
Art has significant relations to socioeconomic status and education; therefore, visiting a 
gallery or museum to experience art is often perceived as an activity for people who have 
experience or education in art. Art should be for everyone regardless of background and level of 
education. To engage larger general public with art, the exhibition can be curated in different 
settings. The exhibition can be facilitated in informal settings, such as parks, schools, community 
events, coffee shops, post offices, or shopping malls, to promote more audience participation.  
The location of the gallery also limited the audience participation. The Ames community 
is seldom exposed to art, and fine art exhibition is often limited to downtown Ames and the 
university. The exhibition, Impact: Identity, Belonging and Migration, took place downtown, 
where cultural activities such as art shows and art related events are often hosted. This limited the 
visits from general members of the community who are not often exposed to art-related activities.  
Another limitation of the study is the recruitment of artists. Several artists declined the invitation 
to participate for the following reasons: negative connotation associated with immigrants in 
current society, unfamiliarity of location and gallery, lack of funding as they had to pay for 
shipping both ways.  
The recruitment process relied mainly on my personal network. For the future 
implications, call for entry can be shared through art organizations, such as College Arts 











As art portrays the current status of our society by addressing vital questions, it raises 
awareness and generates conversations to promote action. The prototype of the study can be 
implemented to address other social issues that are specific to the communities and to reach out to 
the broader public. Bringing art exhibitions that deal with current societal issues into communities 
that are underrepresented and isolated would be an ideal next step for the study to promote 
inclusion and diversity. Moreover, implementing an online exhibition for people who don’t have 
easy access to arts and museums can a way to effectively reach out to the general public and gain 
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TITLE: TBD(Immigrant Artists at Work)
EXHIBITION DATE: Nov 12  —  Nov 22, 2019
LOCATION: Design on Main Gallery, Ames, IA
EXHIBITION SUMMARY
This exhibition will address the identity formation of immigrant artists with diverse 
cultural background and is curated by Sang Lee, an MFA student in Graphic 
Design at Iowa State University, as part of her thesis investigation. The aim of 
the study is to explore the cultural identity of immigrant artists and the social and 
cultural impact of these artists on American society.
ELIGIBILITY
The exhibition is open to all artists currently living in America who share a diverse 
cultural background. The participant is required to be foreign-born and has lived 
in the United States for at least five years. 
RESEARCH STATEMENT
Artists have always been deeply influenced by their cultural surroundings and 
experiences, using art as the main vehicle to explore self-identity and self-
reflection. Art is intimately related to self-experiences, therefore significant 
changes in life, such as changes in cultural surroundings, can have a deep 
influence on their creative processes. Indeed, cultural experiences and the 
process of cultural assimilation play such a crucial role in life, that many artists 
explore the theme of cultural identity and self-identity through their work. 
My study aims to focus on immigrant artists’ own experiences and perceptions. It 
also investigates the application of identity formation in the case of immigration 
in order to understand the uniqueness of their cultural identity. 
SUBMISSION
Artist can submit up to 3 pieces of work. 
Email submissions should contain: 
- Up to 6 images (jpg format, 72 dpi, 1200 widest/tallest dimension)
- A completed entry form
- An artist statement
E-mail to sanglee@iastate.edu (Subject Line: ATTN: Art Exhibit) 










The exhibition, Title TBD, will present approximately 10–15 
works, including 2 and 3 dimensional works of art. The artist 
will primarily select the works of art with approval from the 
curator. The exhibition will be presented in the ISU Design on 
Main Gallery (approximately 26’ by 60’; 1,560 square feet), 
Ames, Iowa.
PRESENTATION
Artwork must be installation ready and professional in 
presentation. Secure wire hangers are required for two-
dimensional work unless alternatives are arranged with the 
curator and gallery manager. All work must be appropriate 
for viewing by young audiences, which will be determined at 
the discretion of the curator and the gallery manager. 
MEDIUMS 
Artists of all mediums and genres are encouraged to apply 
(Painting, Printmaking, Sculpture, Glass, Fiber, Digital, 
Photography, Mixed Media).
PUBLICITY
Artists/Lenders will provide photographs of the works of 
art. Sang Lee will create, design and print an exhibition 
announcement and exhibition catalog. The exhibition catalog 
and thesis paper will be published and become available 
through The Iowa State University Digital Repository for 
electronic public access. All participating artists will receive 
one hard copy of the exhibition catalog. 
SHIPPING & INSURANCE
The artist is responsible for all shipping expenses and 
insurance while the artwork is being transported to and 
from the curator. The artwork will be insured by Iowa State 
University during the exhibition. All artists are required to 
submit a list of all exhibited artwork and the valuation of each 
piece at least 3 weeks prior to the opening of the exhibition. 
Failure to provide the information will result in no insurance.
SALES OF ARTWORK
During the exhibition, art work can be listed for sale at 
the price indicated on the artist contract form. The gallery 
manager and interns will direct interested parties to contact 
artists directly to coordinate any sales. 
DESIGN ON MAIN
Located in the Main Street Cultural District in downtown 
Ames, Design on Main is a satellite studio and gallery facility 
that connects Iowa State University’s College of Design with 
the greater Ames community. Design on Main houses the 
graduate studios of Graphic Design, Integrated Visual Arts, 
Sustainable Environments and Urban Design, as well as a 
large community art gallery. An extension of Iowa State 
University’s College of Design, Design on Main aims to 
share the artistic practice generated within the university with 
the larger community. It is our belief that conversation and 
collaboration can bolster Ames’s vibrant culture. (https://
www.design.iastate.edu/college/facilities/designonmain/)
IMPORTANT DATES
Art work submission through email
August 16, 2019
Notification of acceptance sent to artists
August 23, 2019 
Exhibition title determined
August 23, 2019 
Submission of loan agreement
October 21, 2019
Delivery of art works
October 21, 2019
Exhibition open to public 
November 12—November 22, 2019
Opening reception
November 15, 2019
Return of art work to artists/lenders
November 25— 29, 2019
Mail catalog to artists
December 9  —13, 2019








APPENDIX E EXHIBITION CALL FOR ENTRY 
 
EXHIBITION ENTRY FORM 
TITLE: TBD(Immigrant Artists at Work)
EXHIBITION DATE: Nov 12  —  Nov 22, 2019




Include depth if your work is three-dimensional
1. Title:
Detailed Media:
Height x Width x Depth:
Year:
Sales Price: |    My work is not for sale
2. Title:
Detailed Media:
Height x Width x Depth:
Year:
Sales Price: |    My work is not for sale
3. Title:
Detailed Media:
Height x Width x Depth:
Year:
Sales Price: |    My work is not for sale
Please send digital images and completed Exhibition Entry Form 
to sanglee@iastate.edu by August 16, 2019
Submissions and questions can be emailed to sanglee@iastate.edu 
Total Number of images included:
Please send digital images and Completed Form to sanglee@iastate.edu (ATTN:Immigrant Artist Exhibit) by
August 9, 2019
The sales of art work will be handled by the manager at Design on Main Gallery.







APPENDIX F LOAN AGREEMENT FORM 
 
EXHIBITION LOAN AGREEMENT 
 
 
IMPACT : EXHIBITION ON IDENTITY, BELONGING AND MIGRATION
A COLLABORATIVE GROUP EXHIBITION





Dates of this loan request: October 31—December 10, 2019
Purpose of loan: Design on Main Gallery exhibition 
– Impact: Exhibition on Identity, BelongJOH and Migration
(November 12—22, 2019)
Please Note: The artist is responsible for all shipping expenses and insurance while the artwork is being transported 
to and from the curator. Insurance for artwork during your exhibition may be provided by the university. You are 
required to submit a list of all exhibited artwork and the valuation of each piece at least two (3)weeks prior to the 
opening of the exhibition. Failure to provide said information will result in no insurance.












For Sale?; Yes           No
Reproduction Waiver: I hereby give Sang Lee, and Gallery Design on Main, Iowa State UnJversity, permission to 
make and use photographic or digital copies of any work, produced by me, whether wholly or partly, as part of an 
research investigation and exhibit it, in print based or digital media publications. I understand that although I will 
not receive compensation in any form for use of my work, any such use will be acknowledged in caption credits 
and that the integrity of my work will be fully respected.
Date: Signature of legal owner/lender:











Kartika Budhwar/Xin Chen/Hee Hun Cho/
Luca Cruzat/Sandra de la Rosa/Raluca Iancu/
Wonjung Jung/Chintia Kirana/Ayako Kurimoto/
Hyomin Kwon/Sang Eun Lee/Sodam Lee/  
Jessi Ali Lin/Hiromi Okumura
identity, belonging & migration
Design on Main Gallery
11.12–12.5.2019




Art makes an impact on society: It allows people 
from different backgrounds to transcend differences 
through images, sounds, and stories. The art 
exhibition reflects the current status of society. 
Gathering art into an exhibition enables people 
to experience the works together in communities, 
to respond and connect. We live in a time that 
is bringing people together regardless of their 
differences, as a community is more vital than ever.
Because arts help people understand the values 
and beliefs of others, art and migration are essential 
elements to understanding life, culture, and creativity 
in current America. This exhibition, Impact: Identity, 
Belonging, and Migration, explores the uniqueness 
of the identities of immigrant artists and the impact 
these artists have on American society. Furthermore, 
the exhibition addresses the importance of 
understanding the diversity that exists in our 
communities and celebrates the differences, as it has 







Hee Hun Cho 
Luca Cruzat












I have always been an immigrant, 
someone who lived on borderlands, 
even in my own country. My last 
migration brought me to Ames, Iowa. 
I learned about how the prairie was 
excoriated, the violence and erasure 
of the Native American tribes. I fell 
in love with someone, got engaged, 
and for the first time, started thinking 
about putting down roots.  I wondered 
how I might settle down without 
displacing and decimating other people 
like the original ‘settlers’ did. 
I wondered how to live on a land 
without ‘breaking’ it like the colonizers 
broke the prairie. I felt racism 
simmering and sometimes I watched 
this fear rise to the surface. I also 
found a community committed to 
transforming itself, a community 
committed to protecting the natural 
world, to welcoming immigrants like 
me. I wrote a fractured lyric essay 
about the tensions of this experience. 
I married history, prose, poetry (and 
my fiance), freeing myself from the 
constraints of genre. I then adapted 
the essay for a short, atmospheric film, 
which I wrote and directed and my 
husband produced and engineered. I’m 
so proud to have this work sit with that 
of other immigrants. 
In its essay form, “Welcome to Iowa: 
Letters to Carp and Other Immigrants” 
won the Hogrefe Grant, was a finalist 
for the Frank McCourt Memoir Prize, 
won Second Place in the Blue Mesa 
Review Nonfiction Prize judged by 
Fransisco Cantú, and will be published 
in the Blue Mesa Review’s Spring Issue. 
In visual form, “Welcome to Iowa: 
Letters to Carp and Other Immigrants”, 
was the feature of a three-day 
interactive multimedia exhibit at 
the Ames Public Library curated by 
Crystal Stone. It included the video, 
broadsides, paintings inspired by the 
writing, and facts about immigrants. 
Over sixty people visited and 
interacted with the exhibit. 






Xin Chen is a Chinese artist. He focuses on his 
thoughts regarding art and different cultures. 
His works reflect on his personal experiences 
growing up in China and being immersed in 
Chinese culture and later pursuing higher 
education in the United States and being 
affected by Western culture. 
His pieces are inspired by different motifs and 
reflect many aspects: personal experiences, 
cultural issues, cultural communication, and 
social issues, but they shared a similarity 
applying Chinese and Western cultural elements 
visually and theoretically. The key to his work is 
dealing with Chinese and Western cultures, and 
organically merging different cultural elements 
together to express artistic emotions and to raise 
social issues. One of the most important visual 
feature of his work is a unique Chinese cultural 
tastes which based on expressing different 
meanings and purposes. He also tries to  
tactfully apply Western cultural elements to 
serve the theme.
These pieces pull from a variety of sources 
for the purpose of explaining why he thinks 
differently about the work. Understanding his 
art will lead to a deeper understanding of the 
cultural meanings and social issues.
Recall the Bell, 2016




Through the physical manipulation 
of wood and steel, I want to create 
visually dynamic objects. Movement 
in the Steel forms and stasis of the 
carved wood and together they 
become one.
I am heavily influenced by lines 
and forms in my surrounding 
environments such as how tree 
branches create various lines and 
negative spaces. In the process of 
manipulating the materials, my hands 
have been enormously influential 
resources. Not only do my hands 
offer inspiration, they are by far 
most my used tools, and ultimate 
resources in making my sculptures. 
The lines, curves, mass and 
movement in my hands grab my eyes. 
The curve at the end of the fingertips 
produces a smooth line. The mass of 
the palm creates dramatic volume.
Carving the wood helps me 
understand the material. I sit in a 
chair and hold it in between my 
thighs to define the shapes. The 
vibrations of chiseling, rasping,  
and grinding travel through my  
body make me feel connected with 
the wood.
In order to achieve smooth curved 
lines using the steel rod, I do not use 
heat during the forming process. I 
use only my bare hands and body 
to shape and form the curves. 
Throughout the method, 
I become aware of movement in the 
steel rod.
I experience a change in the nature 
of the materials through audios, 
visuals, and physical sensations. I am 
passionate about these sensations of 
the materials moving around me and 
feeling the vibration running through 
my body. This physical contact and 
interaction with the materials, I 
become one with my work. Through 
all my senses, I experience the 
physical transformation of materials 
and become one with the object.
Pushing Off, 2016
Maple wood and mild steel, 




My work is likewise provoked by emotions, 
feelings, conflicts and tensions, fears and 
uncertainties, searches and questions. The 
process itself shapes the answers or provides 
a partial momentary response. For me, the 
entire creative process from plates to prints 
leads to greater personal understanding, 
transformation and expression. In turn, the 
viewer, may share this experience.
Obedience, 2010




My work references narratives and 
events in which Latin American migrants 
experienced hardships crossing the United 
States and Mexico border. In this work, 
I aim to represent the emotional residue 
of these events within the context of the 
Borderlands as described by Chicana writer 
Gloria Anzalduan: 
Borders are set up to define the places that 
are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from 
them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow 
strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a 
vague and undetermined place created by the 
emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. 
It is in a constant state of transition. The 
prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants. 
- Excerpt from Borderlands/La Frontera: 
The New Mestiza originally published  
in 1987
Sandra de la Rosa
Katy, Texas
Run to the Lights, 2017
Acrylic on paper, 17 x 11”
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My work explores disaster, memory and 
vulnerability through different mediums, 
ranging from printmaking to performance, to 
edible art and printed objects. I question the 
way we look at tragedy as well as the way 
we deal with its aftermath. We depend on 
our technology (planes, trains, automobiles) 
and easily forget that it is just as fallible 
as our bodies. At the end of the day, all 
physical contact is a collision with permanent 
repercussions, whether visible or not. Most 
interactions we have with other people are 
just like these collisions: we are selfishly 
oblivious to our impact on others.
In our contemporary media driven culture, 
disasters, of all kinds, are trivialized by their 
frequent appearances across the spectrum 
of information media, especially now as data 
is more accessible than ever before. We, as a 
society, have become desensitized to these 
events through constant overexposure.
The viewers become voyeurs through the 
simple act of looking and emulating the 
rubbernecking that is so common on the 
roads. My work is intended to be humorous, 
but catastrophes are not: this is a difficult 
reconciliation in the viewer’s mind. I rely on 
humour, not only for providing an access 
point to the viewers, but also for challenging 
their morality. My work is not intended to be 
didactic, providing instead a locus for thought 
and discussion. I maintain an ambiguous 
stance and let the viewers decide for 
themselves what to think about the matter. In 
other terms, I am presenting a word of caution 
and a reminder that our creations can and 
probably will fail.
Sensor Failure, 2019






I came to the United States in 1991 because I 
married a man who wanted to pursue his studies 
in this country. It was an exciting new world like 
Disneyland at first, but before long it became a 
wilderness to me.
 
The images I create for this exhibition are the ones 
that sustained me throughout this wilderness. 
Wilderness & Sanctuary is an autobiographical image 
of myself. 
I personalized the Bible story of Jacob’s Ladder. After 
twenty-some years, I realized that the place, in which 
I cried from loneliness, was my sanctuary.
Sancturay & Wilderness, 2019
Collage, 8.5 x 8.5”
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My research is inspired by a combination of 
diaspora and philosophical ideas from my 
upbringing, East- West, Christian- Buddhist. I 
am interested in the dismal reality of inevitable 
collapse, especially in the fleeting nature of life, 
not only as visual language but also as a creative 
process. My work is an exploration of duality  
(for example: either/or, life and death, 
absent and present, in and out, construction 
deconstruction), an accumulation of time passed, 
and a poetic representation of words unspoken. 
In my studio practice, time becomes  an 
important factor not only as a process but also as 
a material. Collecting is a away to materialize the 
ephemeral quality of time. 
Each year, I have collected ashes, carbon 
build-up, and egg shells. These materials are 
accumulated through ceremonial ritual, daily 
consumption and collaboration with the  
local community.
I am interested in exploring the interdisciplinary 
approach to art making. This lead me to 
experiment with the versatility of my mediums 
through painting, drawing and installation.
Chintia Kirana
Montgomery, Alabama
Letter to the Loved One  5: Palimpsests, 2019 
Artist made ink on paper, 10 x 10 x 2”
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“I need sensitive eyes to read the flow of circumstance.”
I practiced a broad range of media including sculpture, 
installation and painting using whimsical decorative materials 
such as feathers, glitter and lace fabrics in candy colors. In 
my most recent work, I wanted to develop my own take on 
fairy tale spaces: traditional on the outside but bursting with 
fantasy within, splendid, vivid, and interactive. One of the 
works, “Duster Clump,” was displayed in the space randomly. 




Mixed media, 16 x 12.5”
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Time is the most important aspect of becoming 
who I am. It is only with time that you can 
reflect on your past experiences in order to grow 
from them. I was born and raised in Japan, and 
naturally I was impacted by this immensely. 
I often use life casting techniques for my works, 
especially the use of my own hands as the subject 
of the castings. Hands will always show what a 
person has been through, their scars, and calluses 
from past struggles. 
Origami textured casting is the same as my life 
casting techniques. Each origami piece shows 
different fold lines, even if I try to make the 
same origami sculpture I can never get the same 
creased lines.
This sculpture is actually cast metal but has paper 
texture, giving the surface a paper like quality. 
While inside there are watch gears representing 
time, creating a contrast  
between the mechanical and organic nature of 
the composition.
Rabbit #4, 2019




I have called many places home since I was child. 
To this day, I still move quite frequently. The 
frequent migration has influenced me to create 
works with many different images blended 
together without indicators of time. Through 
the process, I intend to bring those disjointed 
memories together, while allowing the viewers 
to relate to my ideas about home, origins, 
and identity. 
The complexity of my own identity is explored 
in my new work, Journey to Home. The work 
is made of scanned documents I accumulated 
during the years I have been living in this 
country. These documents are layered with 
images of body parts and personal belongings. 
The composites show the multiplicity of my 
identity, which has two contrasting views. The 
documents represent the bureaucratic identity 
that resembles the constant foreign presence in 
contrast to who I am: a mother, a friend, a family 
member, and a neighbor.
Sang Eun Lee
Ames, Iowa
Jurney to Home, 2019
Digital, relief print, 12 X 18”
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Fishing Boys, 2010
Digital print on paper, 20 x 27” 
Sodam Lee
Grand Rapids, Michigan
I like to crossover traditional fine arts and 
contemporary computer-aid design to express what 
inspires me. Having traveled across the regions 
and countries, I am deeply interested in expressing 
humanism across divers cultures and living conditions. 
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I am from Taiwan and moved to 
the U.S. when I was 12. I have 
been moving between the two 
places since then. This gave me an 
awareness to different perspectives 
and positions that I would take on 
as a third-culture-identity. I am also 
interested in the body in relation to 
space and its positionality towards 
other bodies, objects, and subjects. 
I often work between sculpture, 
performance, and video. Space is 
always considered when I start 
a project. It determines how the 
sculptural elements are conceived 
and the overall structure of the 
installation. The viewer is implied in 
most of my work as I consider their 
bodies and perspectives in relation 
to my installations. I often use daily 
objects as formal device to juxtapose 
our bodies against, so we can rethink 
and reorient ourselves in space and 
in our daily lives.
Recently, I’ve been using 
embodiment as material in my 
practice. In the performance, 
Choreography B, I am interested 
in horizontal spaces in relation to 
bodies, specifically cultural bodies. 
I’m thinking about the ways we 
occupy different heights, such as 
squatting low on the floor, having 
shrines above the room, or sitting 
high on a throne. I want to also 
collapse the direct relationship 
between height and power. 
In this performance and installation 
piece, I am inserting objects into 
wood panels that I consider as 
planes. I also carved out slots for 
the body to insert into, so that the 
body is placed on the same plane as 
the objects. Thinking about how by 
surrounding ourselves with objects, 
we are also being arranged by them. 
In this choreography, my performer 
and I occupy various heights drawing 
diagrams in the space through our 
movement and gaze toward each 
other and towards the audience. 
Gazing, smiling, mirroring, and not 







Art makes a better world. I would like to be an artist 
who can offer viewers a new perspective of life and 
enrich their lives. I am  proactive in outreaching 
to the communities as I believe that art is for 
everybody to experience. I like to create art that has 
the power to transcend. Art is a celebration of life 
that evolves around people and the society.  
I am a visual and performance artist, experimenting 
with the concepts of motion, energy, and space. I 
started from drawing and painting emphasis and 
now I am expanding my horizon to multimedia and 
combining my passion for modern dance. I like to 
create art that viewers can experience with all the 
senses. When I work with 2D media, I create art for 
viewers to virtually participate in my art world. 
Real time interactive performance allows me to 
invite viewers to move through the enchanted space 
I create and experience my vision. Using myself 
as a media, since physicality is the main factor of 
art making, viewers’ participation energizes and 
enlightens my art and I am grateful and thrilled 
about communicating with viewers.
I invite viewers to experience my art at an emotional 
level as well.  I want viewers to be more than 
viewers; I like them to be participants in the dance. 
I would like them to be involved in my painting and 
I want my art to become part of their lives. As an 
artist, I love to share my art with viewers. 
Spokane Fall, 2017
2.34 min








“ As someone who works with the bureaucracy of immigration, this exhibit 
helped shift the view to the very personal, human perspective. It was really 
impactful to see how immigration can be so integral to someone’s identity.”
“ It expanded the perspectives I have previously been aware of, but not to 
this depth. It brings a personal story to some perspectives I was previously 
vaguely aware of.”
“ I think this exhibit told a story of what it is like to be from another place 
and go through life being made to feel that you are from another place 
by other people. I think this exhibit was able to share the story that many 
immigrant artists have.”
“ I can see how people’s perspectives would need some context to life at 
someone like a transfer or international student adjusting to a new life goes 
under a lot of stress. I think this exhibit addresses things like that.” 
“ It did make me contemplate what it might be like to immigrate to a 
different country and how I might try to navigate showing my work as an 
artist and I imagine there would be many additional barriers would face in a 
new country than I face here as a citizen of U.S.” 
“ Art is an incredible media to discuss the emotional impacts of immigration 
in America. I felt like this display was a beautiful and intimate experience 
with a subject that I have no experience first-hand with.”
“ Art can show the experiences of people that are forgotten and that get 
lost in paperwork.”
“ Art can play a huge role in giving people voices that would otherwise not 
be heard. The more we understand each other the better chance we will 
have at inclusion.” 
“ I believe art can help change and shape society to be more
inclusive. It can bring attention to hidden ideas and experiences and
broaden perspectives.”
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